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INTRODUCTION
I: RUDAKI'SLIFE AND POETRY

In the tenth century CE, Nasr ibn Ahmad 11 (r. 914-943), the
Samanid Amir who ruled north-eastern Persia from his capita in
Bukhara, had a habit of spending the spring and summer in Herat
(present-day Afghanistan) away from the heat and dust of his
capital. One year, he was so charmed by the temperate climate and
the beautiful maidens of Herat that he failed to return to Bukhara as
expected. Many months passed and the Amir showed no sign of
leaving Herat. Knowing that the poet Rudaki was one of the Amir’s
intimates, the courtiers and army captains approached him and
offered him five thousand dinars if he could persuade the Amir to
return to Bukhara. At their request, Rudaki, who was considered an
excellent musician as well as a poet, traveled to Herat. There, in the
Amir’s presence, Rudaki plucked his harp and recited this poem:

Juye-Muliyan’s scent drifts my way,

As do memories of akind friend.

The Amuy is hard to cross, but its stones
Feel silken soft beneath our feet.

Thrilled to see afriend, the Jayhun’s waves
Leap halfway up our horses flanks.

O Bukhara, be happy, live long:

The cheerful Amir isreturning to you.
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The Amir isthe moon, Bukhara, the sky;
The moon is returning to the sky.

The Amir isacypress, Bukhara, the garden;
The cypressisreturning to the garden.

According to the story, upon hearing the last line of the
poem, the Amir became so homesick for Bukhara that he mounted
his horse without putting on his riding boots and started galloping
towards Bukhara. Out of gratitude, Rudaki received twice the
amount promised to him.*

Abu *Abdollah Ja' far ibn Mohammad Rudaki is believed to
have been born around 880 CE and died around 941 CE.
Unfortunately, very little has been recorded about his life; much
that is known must be pieced together from his own poetry. For
many years, Rudaki enjoyed the patronage of the Samanid Amir,
Nasr ibn Ahmad Il and any discussion of Rudaki’s poetry must be
contextualized within the framework of the court. Rudaki prospered
at the Amir’s court and at the height of his glory was said to have
possessed two hundred slaves and needed one hundred camels just
to carry his luggage.?

However came honor and riches for some,
For him they came from the house of Saman:
Forty thousand from the Amir of Khorasan,
Another five from the Amir of Makan. (...)
When my words fell on the Amir’s ears,

He gave generously, as did the others'.

! This anecdote appears in most of the historical sources on Rudaki. See A. J.
Arberry, Classical Persian Literature (London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd,
1958), pp. 32-33.

2 Edward G. Browne, A Literary History of Persia, vol. 1 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1969), p. 456.
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Apparently, Rudaki had made his way into the Samanid
court before the reign of Nasr Il. Proof of this can be found in a
poem written by Rudaki for Nasr |1’ s predecessor, Amir Ahmad ibn
Ismail (r. 907-914). In the poem, Rudaki is trying to console Ahmad
after the death of his father, Amir Isma‘il-ibn Ahmad, who died in
907.

Y ou who are sad, who suffer,

Who hide your eyes that flow with tears
For him, whose name | don’t mention
For fear of more sorrow and hardship:
Went what went and came what came,
Was what was, why grieve in vain?

Rudaki’s position as the Samanid court poet can be
considered the most significant aspect of his life. Traditionally, the
court poet, whose function went far beyond that of a mere
entertainer, was an integral part of the Persian court. Ardeshir
Babakan, the founder of the Sasanian dynasty in the third century,
considered the poet a “part of government and the means of
strengthening rulership.”®

Other than praising the ruler and his realm, the poet was
expected to be a source of counsel and moral guidance. As such, a
poet like Rudaki would have to be well-versed in tradition. He
would have to be familiar with the body of didactic literature of the
past and draw upon it when necessary.

Take action. Don't sit idle for too long,
Even though your sacks of gold reach the moon.

® Julie Scott Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1987), p. 6. Meisami provides a detailed account of the
relationship between poet and court from its pre-Islamic origins.



4 Rudaki’ s Life and Poetry

The relationship between poet and patron was one of mutual
benefit. The poet would glorify his patron, preserving his name and
reputation. In return, the poet would gain weath and influence,
enjoying the luxuries of courtly life. Nizami Aruzi describes the
poet-patron relationship in Chahar Magaleh (1155-1157), a
discussion in four discourses of the four influential professions of
medieval Persia: the civil service, poetry, astrology and medicine.
“A king cannot dispense with a good poet, who shall conduce to the
immortality of his name, and shall record his fame in diwans and
books,” writes Aruzi. “For when the king receives that command
which none can escape (death), no trace will remain of hisarmy, his
treasure, and his store; but his name will endure forever by reason
of the poet’ s verse.”*

Praise the Amir. May the whole world praise him.
Beauty, virtue and order spring from him.

As the center of court life, the Amir enjoyed total devotion
from the poet who would praise his strength and valor.

On the day of battle, of hate, of bravery,
If you see him clad in helmet and armor,
He will make an elephant seem small,
Even adrunk, roaring el ephant.

We can see the influence of the court’s culture and
sensibilities even in Rudaki’'s love poems. The lover's
unconditional devotion to his beloved parallels the loyal service
expected of the poet or courtier.

If I’'m not unlucky, how did | get involved

4 Asquoted in Meisami, p. 10.



I ntroduction 5

With this quick-to-anger woman of easy virtue?
Shelikesit if I'm thrown to the lions.

| can’'t stand it if afly sitson her.

She tortures me. But my love for her

And loyalty to her never leave my heart.

In another poem he writes:

If only you'’ d place one foot upon this ground,
I’d make a thousand prostrations to its dust.

Many of the images in Rudaki’s love poems have become
staples of Persian poetry: the moon as the beautiful face of the
beloved, the narcissi as eyes with which to see the beloved, the tulip
as the cheeks of the beloved, and the agate as a tear of blood shed
because of heartache.

Y ou'’ ve stolen color and scent from the rose:

Color for your cheeks, scent for your hair.

The stream turns rose-col ored when you wash your face.
The street smells of musk when you let down your hair.

The relationship between poet and patron, however, was a
precarious one. When addressing the patron, whether praising or
giving advice, the poet had to be careful not to offend. Offending
the ruler could be costly to the poet who could easily lose his
livelihood and quite possibly his life. The poet’s position at court
was aso influenced by the interna politics and power struggles
within the court. Rudaki’s fortune was to a large extent dependent
on the support of his main benefactor, Abolfazl Mohammad ibn
Abdollah Bal‘ami, the vizier to Amir Nasr ibn Ahmad 1. Bal‘ami,
who was one of the central figures in the Samanid court, has been
credited, to a large extent, with the blossoming of Persian literature
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in the tenth century. As the Amir’ s vizier from 922 to 938, he drew
literary talent to the Samanid court by commissioning works of
literature and offering lavish rewards to poets.

Bal‘ami considered Rudaki to be unrivaled among both
Persian and Arab poets. He commissioned Rudaki to trandlate the
Kalila va Dimna, the collection of Indian “Bidpa” fables into
Persian from an Arabic trandation of the Pahlavi tranglation of the
Sanskrit original. Unfortunately, no more than a few couplets have
survived from Rudaki’ s translation.”

Rudaki’ s fortune took a turn for the worse with the death of
Bal‘ami in 937. Soon after, Rudaki fell out of favor with the Amir
and was expelled from court. This traumatic event in Rudaki’s life
was followed by the death of the poet Shahid Balkhi, a close friend
of Rudaki who had also enjoyed the patronage of the Samanid
court. In a moving elegy on the death of Balkhi, one can sense
Rudaki’ s anguish at his own situation:

Shahid' s caravan has |eft before ours.
Believe me, ourswill aso leave.
Count the eyes, thereisone pair less,
M easure the wisdom, thousands less.
Reap all that enriches your soul
Before death comes to bind your legs.

With his connection to the court severed, Rudaki spent the
rest of hislife in poverty and died a blind and desolate man in 941.
In the poems written towards the end of hislife, he complains about
his miserable condition and his sad predicament.

My teeth are al worn down and falling out.

®> For a discussion of the role of Bal'ami as Rudaki’s patron, see Zabihollah
Safa, Tarikh-e Adabiyat dar Iran vol. 1 (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1977), pp. 376-
381.
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They weren't just teeth, they were as bright light.

He reminisces about his youth, health, strength and vitality,
and mourns their loss:

My dark-haired beauty, you can’'t possibly know,
What shape | was in along time ago!

Y ou can caress your lover with your curls,

But never saw him with curls of hisown.

Finally, he resigns himself to his pitiable state:

But times have changed, so have |. Bring me my staff.
It’stime for the cane and the beggar’ s purse.

In one sad example, he seems to long for the days of
comfort and luxury at court and helplessly asks for an explanation
for his sudden change of fortune:

| was always intoxicated in this house.

Like the Amir and nobles, my place was secure.

Now, | am the same, the house and town are the same.
Then tell me, how has happiness turned to sorrow?

Rudaki was thought to have been blind from birth, but most
scholars agree that he was not born blind but lost his sight later in
life. The physical descriptions of shapes and colors in Rudaki’s
poetry make it highly unlikely that he was blind from birth. The
imagery and the vivid depiction of nature in his poetry suggest that
it is the work of someone who had a visual experience of the world.
In one poem he compares a curl of his beloved’s hair to a letter of
the alphabet, and the mole on her cheek to the dot of that letter.
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Who curled your hair into a“j”?

He who made your mole the dot of the “j”.
And your mouth is so small, asif someone
Has split a pomegranate seedlet in half.

In another poem, he not only describes a particular bird, he
actually usesthe verb “to see.”

| saw a hoopoe near Sarakhs

Whose little song reached the clouds.
She was wearing alittle cloak

Of many different colors.

Rudaki borrows most of his imagery from the physical
world. He treats nature as if it is a person and superimposes human
characteristics on it, which often results in dynamic portraits:

The mighty heavens have fielded an army:

An army of dark clouds led by the zephyr,
Lightning its artillery, thunder its drummer.

| have seen athousand armies, never so fierce.

A cloud that rains becomes a broken-hearted man, and the
sun hidden behind clouds becomes a prisoner avoiding the guard:

Look at that cloud, how it cries like agrieving man,
Thunder moans like alover with a broken heart.
Now and then the sun peeks from behind the clouds
Like a prisoner hiding from the guard.

Even wine is aive with human characteristics. Rudaki
describes the “emotions’ of the crushed grape inside a cask:
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But when aware of what has happened,

It will froth. It will moan from heartache,
Sink to the bottom with sadness,

Boail to the surface with sorrow.

Rudaki’s poetry also resonates with references to a pre-
Islamic orientation towards life. By the tenth century, although
Islam had become deeply entrenched, the Persians still identified
with a deep-rooted Zoroastrian past. One dominant theme in pre-
Islamic Persian literature is andarz, moralizing and ethica
teachings, admonitions and advice for proper behavior in both the
private and public spheres of life. In andarz texts, a central concept
Is that of moderation, and man is urged to assume his proper place
in cultured society by acquiring good manners and good speech.®

People aren’t required to be generous and kind,
But they are required to be thankful for grace.
My lord bestows much that isn’t required of him.
How can | neglect what is required of me?

One must work hard and avoid laziness, falsehood and
injustice; and must act virtuously by being honest, generous and
kind. Rudaki invokes this pre-Islamic Zoroastrian ethos when
describing the qualities of his patron.

With hand and tongue he spreads gold and pearls.
Not in vain, has his name spread through the world.
He planted the branch of kindnessin our hearts.
It"s no joke that he has turned his back on wealth.

® For a concise discussion of andarz, see Z. Safa, in Encyclopaedia Iranica,
under Andarz. ii. Andarz literature in new Persian.
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Much of Rudaki’s poetry is devoted to moral exhortation
and is loaded with references to Zoroastrian culture and ancient
[ranian themes, rather than Islamic and Semitic ones.

It's a puzzle, describing his grace and will:

Heisthe Avesta in wisdom, the Zand in essence. (...)
His essence is the Vahi-nameh to Kasra.

His ways have filled the Pand-nameh with guidance.
The essence of thisking is the real Pand-nameh,

So that fortune itself can take counsel from him.”

The absence of Islamic references in Rudaki’s work and his
preoccupation with pre-1slamic Iranian themes provide an important
clue regarding his orientation toward Persian culture. In fact, there
are several instances in Rudaki’ s poetry where he all but dismisses
the conventions of religious practices and Islamic life. Usually, such
references are shrouded, as in a poem where he puts love before
religion.

What use is facing the House of God, when the heart
Faces Bukhara and the beauties of Taraz?

God will accept your devotion to love,

But he will not accept your prayers.

In other poems, he talks openly about drinking wine and
getting drunk, disregarding Islam’ s insistence on abstention. It must
be noted that unlike later Persian poetry where wine and
drunkenness take on mystical connotations and can be interpreted as

" Here, Rudaki is evoking Zoroastrian virtues as laid out in pre-lslamic sacred
texts. The Avesta is the sacred writings of Zoroastrianism and the Zand is the
interpretation of the Avesta. The Vahi-nameh (Letter of Revelation) and the
Pand-nameh (L etter of Guidance) are pre-Islamic moral injunctions.
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divine intoxication, for Rudaki, wine meant nothing more than
wine, and drunkenness meant nothing more than being drunk.

Now we are drunk, so let’s drink wine.
Let’sdrink from the hands of beauties.
They call us crazy and senseless.
We are not crazy. We are drunk.

Perhaps one of the most telling examples of Rudaki’'s
disregard for Islamic conventions is the poem in which he consoles
the Amir for the death of his father. Interestingly, there is no
mention of religion in this poem. Rudaki’s remedy for the Amir’'s
grief isto drink wine.

To break the siege of sorrow on your heart
It is better to fetch the wine and drink.

Out of great disasters, there will appear
Virtue and grace and nobility.

Note that in the last couplet, Rudaki returns to some of the
pre-1slamic andarz themes and emphasizes what he considers to be
the hallmarks of Persian identity, namely virtue and honor.

Rudaki was also an innovator of poetic form. Aside from
writing in forms inherited from Arabic poetry, namely the gasida
and the qit‘a, he is thought to be the first poet to have written in the
ruba'i (pl. ruba‘iyat) form. The ruba‘i is a quatrain (two couplets),
which usually contains a succinct meditation on love. There is a
historical anecdote associated with Rudaki’s “discovery” of the
ruba‘i. As the story goes, while Rudaki was taking a stroll through
the streets of Bukhara, he came across a group of children at play.
They were rolling walnuts on the ground and singing a childhood
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jingle. The jingle caught Rudaki’ s ear who later wrote a poem in the
same meter. Therest, asthey say, is history.?

When you find me dead, my lips apart,
A shell empty of life, worn out by want,
Sit by my bedside and say, with charm:
“Itisl who killed you, | regret it now.”

By most accounts, Rudaki was a prolific poet. He has been
said to have composed 1,300,000 couplets.” Even if we take this
number to be a gross exaggeration, his poetic output was
undoubtedly much more than has survived to this day. The loss of
much of Rudaki’s poetry, who holds such a prominent position in
the history of Persian literature, is puzzling. Jan Rypka attributes the
loss of Rudaki’ s work to the nature of the poetry itself. “Hisverseis
adorned by a simplicity which the completely antithetical taste of
the periods of mannerism that followed were incapable of
comprehending,” proposes Rypka. “Since Rudaki had nothing to
offer to satisfy the increasing demands of a literary taste intent on
artificiality, the divan [collected poems] was lost.”*°

The poems that have survived have been preserved in the
works of others, like Mohammad ‘Aufi’s thirteenth century
anthology of poetry, Lobab al-Albab (Quintessence of Hearts),
which is one of the earliest sources in which we find Rudaki’s
poetry; Nizami Aruzi’s twelfth century Chahar Magala (Four

8 Ja'far Sho'ar and Hasan Anvari, Gozideh-ye ash‘ar-e Rudaki (Tehran: Nashr-e
‘Elm, 1994), p. 171. For a discussion on the origins of the ruba’i see Shafi‘i-
Kadkani, Musigi-e she'r (Tehran: Entesharat-e Agah, 1989), pp. 467-478.
Also see Elwell-Sutton, “The ‘ruba’i’ in early Persian literature,” in The
Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 4, ed. R. N. Frye (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1975), pp. 633-658.

° Arberry, pp. 33-34.

10 Jan Rypka, History of Iranian Literature (Dordrecht, Holland: D. Reidel,
1968), pp. 144-145.
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Discourses); and Asadi’s eleventh century Persian dictionary
Loghat-e Fors (Persian Words)."*

I1. ON TRANSLATING THE POETRY OF RUDAKI

| faced several obstacles while trandating Rudaki’s poetry into
English. My first priority in trandating Rudaki has been to convey
the meaning of his poems. Even when certain liberties had to be
taken in order to bring my English lines to life, they have never
been at the expense of the overall meaning of the poem. A
trandlation that in any way alters the sense of the original poem
ceases to be atrandlation altogether and becomes nothing more than
an imitation.

Regarding its form, the most important outward features of
Persian poetry are its quantitative prosody (measurement of
syllables according to length) and its rhyme. The trandator who
tries to carry the forms of the Persian poem over into English is
faced with monumental difficulties. The basic structure of English
poetry is accentual, relying on stress rather than the length of
syllables. When trandlating a classical Persian poem into English, if
the translator insists on presenting the Persian poem to the English
reader within the framework of Persian metrics, the result can be a
clumsy poem sounding forced and unnatural.

Trying to bring the rhyme scheme from Persian over into
English presents a similar problem. Persian poetry allows a liberal
manipulation of language in order to satisfy its poetical forms. It is
not unusual to find lengthy poems that use the same rhyme
throughout. For example, we find in Rudaki’s work a poem like
“The mother of wine,” in which each of the poem’s 94 couplets end

" Arberry, p. 101.
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in the same rhyme. In the poem “What my soul was like,” 34
couplets not only end in the same rhyme but in the same word.

My decision to translate Rudaki’ s poems into couplets stems
from the outward form of classical Persian poetry. The unit of the
Persian poem is a bayt or distich, which is divided into two misra’
or semi-distichs. The two semi-distichs are of equal weight (they
have the same number of feet). They are mirror images of each
other and the same thought usually runs through both. | find this
balance and symmetry to be an important aspect of Persian poetry,
which | have tried to reflect in my trandations. | have presented
each distich as a couplet in which | have tried to maintain symmetry
in both lines.

Y ou can caress your lover with your curls,

But never saw him with curls of hisown.

The days are past when his skin was silken-soft.
The days are past when his hair was raven-dark.
Beauty and charm were once his darling guests,
Guests who will not come back, nonethel ess.

Another consideration of form can be seen in the language |
have used for my trandations. The language in Rudaki’s poems is
relatively simple, free of the ornamentation we find in later Persian
poetry. To a large extent, the beauty of Rudaki’s poetry lies in its
simplicity. | have, therefore, tried to avoid using inflated English,
which would alter the stylistic substance of the original.

Day raisesits banner in your name.
The crescent moon is like your cup.
Destiny imitates your strong will.
Your charity isdaily bread for all.
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The trandator of Persian poetry is faced with a variety of
choices he will inevitably have to make in the English renderings.
In particular, the nuances of a language such as punctuation,
pronouns, articles, prepositions and gender, that are often absent
from the Persian, must be inserted into the English trandlation if it is
to make any sense.

The problem of punctuation can be relatively
straightforward. In the original Persian, punctuation is inferred by
the context, making a close and accurate reading essential.
Trangdlating pronouns, however, can be a delicate business, which
often requires an active choice on the part of the translator. Persian
pronouns lack gender, something that often needs to be added to the
English tranglation. Once again, the translator must make a decision
based on the context in order to attribute gender to the English
pronouns. Granted, in many cases, the gender is quite evident;
“Turks with pomegranate breasts,” are undoubtedly female.

But designating gender to pronouns is not always as
obvious. In classical Persian poetry, it is not uncommon for young
boys to be the objects of amorous discourse. Furthermore, at times
it is unclear whether the poet is talking about himself or his
beloved. In the following couplet by Rudaki, the pronoun in the first
lineis pivotal to the meaning:

Beauty and charm were once his darling guests,
Guests who will not come back, nevertheless.

The problem is exacerbated when Rudaki refers to himself
in the first person in one couplet and in the third person in the next
coupl et:

My dark-haired beauty, you can’'t possibly know,
What shape | was in along time ago!
Y ou can caress your lover with your curls,
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But never saw him with curls of his own.

Articles and prepositions present a different kind of
difficulty for the trandator of Persian poetry. Here, the problem
isn't the trandatability of [missing] articles and prepositions but
their effect on the English line. Inserting articles and prepositions
into the English trandation inflates the line, destroying the distilled
character and conciseness of the original. | have made a consistent
effort to avoid, as much as possible, inflating my lines with articles
and prepositions. Rolfe Humphries faced a similar problem when
trandlating from the Latin. “Latin does not have to use al those
miserable little space-taking pronouns, articles, prepositions — he,
she, it, the, an, &, of, to,” complains Humphries, “words that, before
you know it, creep in, like the termites they are, to eat away the
whole fabric of the line.”*?

One dilemma facing the trandator is whether or not to
clarify something in the trandation that is vague in the original.
Should you impose clarity on the trandation for the sake of the
reader or should you leave it vague, the way you found it? | have
tried to present Rudaki’'s poems with as little embellishment,
explanation or elaboration as possible. For the most part, wherever
there has been imagery that would make sense to the Persian reader
but perhaps not to an English reader, | have allowed the poem to
stand on its own without artificial support. The imagery usually
becomes apparent through the context of the poem.

How can | sew my gaze shut? To see my love
Only narcissi grow on my grave, hot weeds.

12 Rolfe Humphries, “Latin and English verse — some practical considerations,”
in On Trandation, ed. R. A. Brower (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1959), p. 61.
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In Persian poetry, narcissi represent eyes with which to see
the beloved. | think the imagery comes across without the need for
any elaboration on my part. Wherever the need has arisen for some
kind of elaboration for the imagery to make sense, | have tried to
keep my additions to a minimum.

| want to stroke your amber-scented hair,
Paint with kisses the jasmine petals of your face.

The “face” at the end of the couplet is my addition. The
Persian reader has no problem identifying “jasmine petals’ as the
soft, pale cheeks of the beloved, but the English reader, faced with
the line: “Paint with kisses your jasmine petals” might have
difficulty deciphering the imagery from the context of the poem.

In other cases, the original is vague in the sense that it lends
itself to different interpretations. In such poems, | have tried to stick
to the original as much as possible, maintaining the ambiguity of the
original to alow for the possibility of different readings. Consider
the following couplet:

Stop, like a period. Because the lord
Has struck your name from the book of speech.

This couplet is open to two interpretations centered around
“the lord” and “the book of speech.” Theword “Lord,” (capitalized)
would imply God. The “lord” (not capitalized) can be understood as
“god” or as “ruler.” Hence, if “lord” is read as “god,” the line is
understood as. “god has removed you from the world.” If, on the
other hand, “lord” is read as “ruler,” the line is understood as: “the
Amir has erased your name from the court divan (thrown you out of
court).”

In another poem, Rudaki writes:
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My eyes are asea. Thefirein my heart roars.
How can the pupil survive between sea and fire?

Here, once again, | have tried to maintain the ambiguity of
the original, which makes the couplet open to different
interpretations. The second line should be vague enough so that “the
pupil” can be interpreted as a person (the poet himself), or the pupil
of the eye.

When trandating a work that is culturaly and
chronologically removed from our own, every twist and turn in the
trandator’s road reveals new and unexpected obstacles. Should we
attempt to trandate every feature peculiar to the space and time of
the work that is being trandated? In tenth-century Bukhara, the
prevalent monetary unit was the dirham. Should dirhams be
trandated as dollars or cents (or pounds or shillings) for the English
reader? William Arrowsmith faced a similar conundrum while
tranglating from the ancient Greek. “How do we translate a currency
made of talents, minas, drachmas and obols?’ he wondered.*®

In order to maintain the exotic feel of a poem written over a
thousand years ago in a foreign land with a different culture, some
aspects of the original poem need to be transferred into the English,
not translated. To trandate dirhems into dollars, for example, would
take away from the alien and alluring qualities of the poem. The key
is to transfer the poem, along with its social, cultural and historical
context, into English. Tenth-century Bukhara, must never become
twentieth-century New York, just to make things more familiar for
the reader. To translate such cultural and historical nuances as the
currency, is to trandate too much. This would only hinder the
trandation by distancing the original poem from its context. Hence,
dirhams are |eft as dirhams.

13 Arrowsmith, “The lively conventions,” in Craft and Context of Trangdation,
ed. W. Arrowsmith and R. Shattuck (Austin: The University of Texas Press,
1971), pp. 122-123.
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When he found Turks with pomegranate breasts,
He appraised and counted out the dirhams.

The exotic nature of this poem stems from the fact that it is
set in medieval Bukhara, a place where slaves and concubines are
part of the social tapestry. Rudaki is choosing a slave girl for his
evening pleasure in tenth century Bukhara. He is not soliciting a
prostitute in Times Square in 2008. Arrowsmith also tries to avoid
such over-trandating. “[Italian] Lire may be more familiar to
modern ears,” he writes, “but a little shaping and emphasis by the
trandlator, even an intruded gloss where required, will make of
drachmas and obols a perfectly acceptable convention.”**

A similar problem is posed by proper names, which
Humphries considers to be stumbling blocks for the trandlator.
“Should we bring over the name of every single ... river and
mountain?’ he asks. The question is a valid one, especially when
many geographical names have an equivalent modern name which
the reader can immediately identify. “Some names, whether of
place or person,” contends Humphries, “mean nothing to us in
illusion or connotation, and one of our obligations to the original
author is not to bore his audience.”*®

The poem “Juye-Muliyan,” offers an interesting case. In
consecutive couplets, Rudaki mentions the Amuy and the Jayhun,
rivers that the Amir must cross on his way to Bukhara. In fact, the
Amuy (or Amu Darya) and the Jayhun are the Persian and Arabic
names, respectively, of the same river in Central Asia: the Oxus.
My initial impulse was to substitute the Oxus for the other names.
After al, the Oxus is more readily identifiable by the western
reader, whereas the mention of the Amuy or the Jayhun would send
one scrambling for an atlas of Central Asia.

% Ibid., pp. 124-125.
> Humphries, “Latin and English verse,” in On Translation, p. 63.
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The dilemma arises, not in the actual choice of the river's
name, but the fact that Rudaki uses two different names for the
same river. Since this is one of Rudaki’s best known and most
often-translated poems, we have several examples to consider.
Arberry chooses to use Oxus in both couplets:

The sands of Oxus, toilsome though they be,
Beneath my feet were soft as silk to me.

Glad at the friend’ s return, the Oxus deep

Up to our girthsin laughing waves shall leap.*

Jackson opts for a different method. He changes Amuy to
Oxus but leaves the Jayhun as is:

The sandy road by Oxus' banks, that rugged way,

Silk-soft beneath my feet to me appears to-day:

And Jihun’swaves, for very joy at their friend’ s face,

Rise to our waists in blithesome mood with fond embrace.*

Rudaki himself decided to use two different names, Arabic
and Persian, for the same river. Since the two words, “Amuy” and
“Jayhun,” are metrically identical, we know Rudaki did not use
different names in different lines merely to satisfy the meter. Some
thousand odd years later, we can only speculate as to why he chose
two different names for the same river. Hence, in my trandation, |
have decided to maintain the two different names as they appear in
the original.

The Amuy is hard to cross, but its stones
Feel silken soft beneath our feet.

1% Arberry, p. 33.
A, V. Williams Jackson, Early Persian Poetry: From the Beginnings Down to
the Times of Firdausi (New Y ork: The Macmillan Company, 1920) p. 36.
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Thrilled to see afriend, the Jayhun’ s waves
Leap halfway up our horses flanks.

| feel that a quick reference to the notes by the reader is not
too much trouble for the worth of maintaining the names chosen by
Rudaki himself.

Trandlating Persian months into English is yet another
troublesome feature. The Persian calendar is seasonal, based on the
natural cycles of nature. The Persian New Y ear takes place on the
first of Farvardin, the first day of the first month of the Persian
calendar. The first of Farvardin falls on the first day of spring, the
verna equinox, which roughly corresponds to the 20th or 21st of
March. The first of Tir isthe first day of summer; the first of Mehr
isthe first day of autumn; and the first day of Day is the first day of
winter. To look at it another way, each month of the Persian
calendar corresponds exactly to asign of the zodiac.

The Persian months and their approximate equivalent dates
in English are asfollows:

Farvardin: March 21 — April 20
Ordibehesht: April 21 — May 21
Khordad: May 22 — June 21

Tir: June 22 — July 23

Mordad: July 24 — August 23
Shahrivar: August 24 — September 23
Mehr: September 24 — October 23
Aban: October 24 — November 22
Azar: November 23 — December 22
Day: December 23 — January 20
Bahman: January 21 — February 19

Esfand: February 20 — March 20
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Each Persian month can be presented to the English reader
in three different ways. One option is simply to approximate the
English equivalent of its Persian month. For example, Farvardin,
the first month of spring, can be approximated as April since almost
two-thirds of Farvardin fals in April. 4Azar, the last month of
autumn, can be translated as November since most of the last month
of autumn fallsin November.

This option poses severa problems. Rudaki, as a poet of
nature, was fond of using the imagery of the natural world. Much of
his poetry resonates with his concern for the natural cycle of things:
life, death, aging, the seasons. Very often, he uses months in order
to place his poems within the proper cyclical framework of nature.
When he mentions Azar, the last month of autumn, not only is he
mentioning the end of autumn, but he is hinting at the start of
winter. The problem with translating a month like Azar, which runs
approximately from November 23rd to December 22nd, is that
neither November nor December can adequately convey Azar.
November is at least twenty days away from the end of autumn and
December, adready loaded with winter's baggage, conjures a
completely different feeling.

A second option is to tranglate the Persian months according
to their corresponding seasons. The obvious problem here is that
three months correspond to each season; for example, Mehr, Aban
and Azar, can all be trandated as “autumn.” When a specific month
istrandated as an entire season, the trandation is diluted, presenting
something as general where the original is specific. The seasonal
approach to trandating the names of months would need an
additional qualifier (a part of the season: beginning, middie or end)
if it is to represent a specific month. 4Azar, for example, represents
“late autumn.”

A third option is simply to use the Persian names of the
months in the English trandlation. For the reader who does not know
what the Persian name of each month signifies, each time the name
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of a Persian month is used it must be accompanied by a note of
explanation.

As with all other self-imposed guidelines in trandlating, it
quickly becomes evident that it is impossible to stick to one
particular method, because much of trandation is dictated by the
context of the original. In translating Persian months into English, |
have used all three options outlined above, depending on the
context in which the Persian months were used.

In “The mother of wine,” referring to grapes ripening on the
vine, Rudaki writes that a baby (grape) must drink the mother’s
milk (ripen on the vine) for seven months, from the beginning of
Ordibehesht until the end of 4ban. Ordibehesht and 4Aban are the
second and eighth months, respectively, of the Persian calendar. His
use of Ordibehesht and 4Aban are primarily to indicate a span of
time, the seven non-winter months it takes for the grapes to ripen.
Therefore, | didn’'t find it necessary to make direct references to the
specific months.

Butitisn't fair to separate

A baby from its mother’s breast,
Before it has suckled for seven months,
From early spring until late fall.

Similarly, in “Winter’s breath,” | have trandated “ Day” as
“winter” because the main function of “Day” in the poem is to
conjure a cold winter wind that is blowing on the field:

This grassfield, tinged by winter’s breath
Like the tails of tigers and wolves,

However, in “Mehregan,” a poem about the Persian
celebration of autumn, | have kept “Azar,” the last month of
autumn, as it appears in the Persian original. In this poem, 4zar is
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used for a more specific purpose than the examples noted above. It
conveys the end of autumn and the beginning of winter. In a poem
about Mehregan, which was originally a Zoroastrian celebration,
specific months and their places within the seasons assume a more
distinguishing role. Replacing Azar with autumn would, in my
opinion, dilute the line.
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Elegies

On the death of the Amir’ s father

Y ou who are sad, who suffer,

Who hide your eyesthat flow with tears
For him, whose name | don’t mention

For fear of more sorrow and hardship:
Went what went and came what came,

Was what was, why grieve in vain?

Y ou want to give harmony to the world?
The world will not accept harmony from you.
Don’t complain, it doesn’'t heed complaints.
Stop wailing, it doesn’t hear you wail.

Even if you wail until the day of reckoning,
How can wailing bring back the one who is gone?
Y ou will see more torment from this wheel
If you are tormented at every turn.

It'sasif disasters have been assigned

To whomever you give your heart.

There are no clouds, there’' s no eclipse,

But the moon is covered, the earth is dark.
Accept it or not, | am sorry to say

Y ou will not be able to conquer yourself.
To break the siege of sorrow on your heart
It is better to fetch the wine, and drink.

Out of great disasters, there will appear
Virtue and grace and nobility.

! This poem was written for the Samanid Amir Ahmad ibn Isma‘il (r. 907-914)
on the death of hisfather, Amir Isma‘il-ibn Ahmad (d. 907).
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The death of Moradi

Moradi has died, but is not really dead.

Such agreat man’s death is not trivial.?

His precious life he returned to his father,

His dark body entrusted to his mother.

What belonged to the angels has gone with them.
The man you say has died has just begun to live.
He was no hay to blow away in the wind.

He was no water to freeze in the cold.

He was no comb to be broken by hair.

He was no seed to be crushed by the earth.

He was a golden treasure in this world,

Both worlds were worth a grain of barley, to him.
His earthen shell was cast back into the earth.
His soul and wisdom rose to the heavens.

The second life, of which people don’t know,
He polished and entrusted to God.

He was clear wine mixed with sediment,

Which settled while he rose to the top.

They all take the trip together, my dear,

The Marvazi, Razi, Rumi and Kurd.

In the end, each returns to his own home.

How could satin be equal to rough cloth?

Stop, like a period. Because the lord

Has struck your name from the book of speech.

2 Abol Hasan Mohammad ibn Mohammad Moradi was a poet who lived during
the same time as Rudaki. Very little remains of hisworks.

® Marvazi, Razi, Rumi and Kurd are the inhabitants of Marv, Ray, Rum (in
Turkey) and Kurdistan, respectively.
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Shahid’'s Caravan

Shahid' s caravan left before ours.*

Believe me, ours will also leave.

Count the eyes, thereisone pair less,

M easure the wisdom, thousands | ess.

Reap all that enriches your soul

Before death comes to bind your legs.
5

All you have struggled to find,

Y ou must not lose easily.

Profit turns friend into stranger.

Pay him less to ward off that day.

No wolf isasfierceasalion.

The sparrow’ s cry does not reach the hawk.

* This poem is an elegy for the poet Shahid Balkhi (d. 940), a friend and
contemporary of Rudaki who also enjoyed the patronage of the Samanid Amir,
Nasr ibn Ahmad.

® The breaks indicate fragments missing from the poem.
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Panegyric poems
The mother of wine

Y ou must sacrifice the mother of wine,
Take away and imprison her child.

But you cannot take away her child
Before crushing her and taking her life.
It isnot just to separate

A baby from its mother’ s breast,

Before it has suckled for seven months,
From early spring until late fall.°

Then, in al fairness, it isjust

To imprison the child, kill the mother.
Once securely locked away, the child
Roams, confused for seven days and nights.
When it realizes what has happened,

It will froth. It will moan from heartache,
Sink to the bottom with sadness,

Boil to the surface in sorrow.

To purify gold you must bail it

In fire, but it will not boil from sorrow.
A camel drunk with rage

Foams at the mouth, throws its rider.
The guard will wipe away the froth,
Remove the darkness, reveal its brilliance.
Finally, when it has stopped struggling,
The guard will securethelid.

® Ordibehesht and Aban are the second and eighth months, respectively, of the

Persian calendar.
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When completely calmed and clear,

It becomesred like aruby, like coral,

Red like a carnelian from Y emen,

Or a precious ring from Badakhshan.”

If you smell it you would say it isarose

Scented with ambergris, myrobalan and musk.
Inside the jar it will ferment

Until mid-April, early spring.®

Remove thelid at midnight,

Y ou will see aburning sun.

And when you seeit in aglass, you will say
Moses, son of Amram, holds agem in hand.

The miser becomes generous, the weak becomes brave.
After one sip, arose garden will bloom on pale cheeks.
And he who drinks a cup with joy

Will feel no pain or sorrow.

Ten-year-old sorrow will be banished to Tanjeh.’
New hope will arrive from Omman and Ray.™
With such wine, so well aged,

Its shirt worn threadbare for fifty years,

We will have afeast fit for kings,

Adorned with mallow, jasmine and roses.
Heaven spreadsits gracein al directions,

Builds something no one can copy:

" Badakhshan, currently in Afghanistan, was known for its rubies.
8 Nisan is the first month of the Syrian calendar, corresponding roughly to April.

® Tanjeh, aport in current Morocco was considered at the time to be one of the
farthest western inhabited places in the world.
0 Ray is a city near current Tehran. Omman is in the south-eastern Arabian

Peninsula.
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Clothes of golden threads, newly-woven rugs,
Exotic flowers, and seatsin plenty;

‘Isa’s harp, which makes the heart blush,
Madaknir's lute, Chabak-e Janan’s fife.'*

Seated in rows are the Amirs, Bal‘ami,

The nobles, and respected elders.*

Up front, on his throne sits the king,

Lord of al kings, Amir of Khorasan.

A thousand Turks stand ready to serve,

Each, a dazzling two-week moon.

Each wears a scented wreath,

Has cheeks of rosy wine, and hair in braids.

The cup bearer isfairer than the fair,

Child of a Turkish beauty and the Khagan.™®

The wineis happily passed around,

The king of the world is content, he laughs,
Taking wine from a dark-haired, angel-faced Turk,
With the body of a cypress, and hair in waves.
Heraises aglass of wine,

Salutes the king of Sistan.

He drinks and cheers, as do his friends.

All are happy with wine in hand.

They drink to the health of Ahmad ibn Mohammad,
The greatest of free men, the pride of Iran,
Thelord of fairness, the sun of histimes

Through whom justice thrives and brightens the world.

1 Apparently, ‘Isa, Madaknir and Chabak-e Janan were court musicians. There is
no mention of their names in any of the histories.

2|t is unclear whether “Saleh” is a name or is used as “righteous’ or “noble.”
Abolfazl Mohammed ibn Abdollah Bal*ami (d. 937) was the vizier (minister) to
the Samanid Amirs Ismail ibn Ahmad, Ahmad ibn Ismail and Nasr ibn Ahmad.

B3 Khagan is the Turkik title for “ruler” or “leader” (used by the Chinese and
Mongols).
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There has been no man like him, and will never be
(If you don’t accuse me of boasting).

Heis proof of God. He is God' s shadow.
“Submit to him,” says the Koran.

Man is made of earth, water, fire and wind.
Thisking is from the sun of the line of Sasan.*
This dark land has found glory through him.
This wrecked world has become Eden through him.
If you have away with words, speak of his grace.
If you write well, write only his praise.

If you are a philosopher and seek his path,

Then know his nature, learn his creed.

When it comes to wisdom, you will say

Before you stand the Greeks. Plato and Socrates.
If you professto be aman of God,

Before you stand Shaf'i, Abu Hanifeh and Sofyan.™
If he talks of science or philosophy,

Listen to the wisdom of Logman.*®

A literate man gains knowledge and wisdom.

A wise man will gain manners and faith.

If you are looking for an angel,

Before you stands Rezvan, that is clear.!’

Look closely at his soft, beautiful face,

Y ou will see the proof of what | say.

14 sasan is the grandfather of Ardeshir Babakan, founder of the Sasanian dynasty in
the third century.

> Fagih is a religious authority who is versed in Islamic jurisprudence. Sharia is
Islamic law. Mohammed ibn Idris, known as Imam Shaf‘i (767-820) was a
theologian and a founder of the Shaf*iyah sect. Abu Hanifeh No‘man ibn Sabet
(696-767) was the founder of the Hanafi school of Islam. Sofyan ibn Sa'id Suri
(713-778) was a theologian.

¢ |ogman is a man known for his wisdom and piety. His name appears several
timesin the Koran.

Y Rezvan is heaven’ s door keeper.
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Heiskind-hearted. Heisreal.

Heisnoble and forgiving.

If hiswordsfall upon your ears,

It will reverse the bad luck of Saturn.

If you see him sitting on his throne,

Y ou will say Solomon has come to life.
Herideslike Sam, and while stars still shine,
No horse shall see arider like him.*®

On the day of battle, of hate, of bravery,
When you see him clad in helmet and armor,
He will make an elephant seem small,

Even one that is roaring and drunk.

During battle, even Esfandiyar

trembles and runs from his spear.™

At times of peace, his mountain of a body

Is Mount Siyam; nobody sees him move.?
Facing his spear, even adragon

Méeltslike wax, asif facing fire.

Even Marsif he comesto his battle,

Will become ameal for his sword.

Then again, when he takes the wine in hand,
No spring cloud could rain like him.

Spring clouds only shower dark rain,

He rains parcels of silk and sacks of gold.
He gives and gives, with both hands,
Making the storm seem mundane.

It issurely hisgrace

That gives value to praise.

'8 5am was the father of Zal and the ancestor of Rostam, the mythical Persian hero.
Sam isknown for being an expert rider.

9 Esfandiyar is amythical Persian hero.

% Mount Siyam isin Transoxiana.
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44 The Poetry of Rudaki

The poet, poor and empty-handed,

Goes to him and returns with much gold.

He caresses the poet with praise.

A learned man gets hired at court.

Asfor fairness and justice,

Thereis no one like him, so honest and fair.
Both weak and strong get justice from him.
He displays no tyranny or hatred.

His graceis spread all over the world,

From which no oneis deprived.

Those troubled by the world find comfort in him.
The heart-broken find aremedy in him.

The mercy of this glorious king,

Like arope, binds all deserts and fields.

He accepts remorse, pardons sin,

Will not anger, and strivesto forgive.
Heislord of Sistan, avictorious king.
Hisisthetiger'sluck, hisfoe, amoaning deer.
Amr Laysisrebornin him,

With his entourage and times.?*

The name of Rostam is grand, but

Rostam, son of Dastan lives because of him.?
O Rudaki, put aside praise of all others.

Praise him and receive prosperity’s seal.

No matter how hard you try

Or sharpen your wit on afile,

Y ou cannot write poems worthy of him. Go, bring
What you have, however inadequate.

2 Amr Lays is the second Saffarid king (887-900).
2 Rostam is perhapse the most famous mythical Persian hero.
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46 The Poetry of Rudaki

Hereisaeulogy, it’'sthe best | could do.
It has good words and is easily understood.

But | don’'t know words that befit the Amir,
Although my poemsrival Jarir's, Ta'i’s and Hassan's. %
Praise the Amir. May the whole world praise him.
Beauty, virtue and order spring from him.

| complain because my poems reveal my weakness
Although | have the gift like Sari and Sahban.?

At thistime, | present his eulogy,

I, who am expert at praising kings.

Thereisalimit to praising al men

But praising him has no limit, no end.

It isno surprisethat at atime like this,

Rudaki becomes lifeless and confused.

Had Bu *Omar not given me the courage,

Had Minister Adnan not allowed me®®

How could | find the nerve to praise the Amir,

For whose sake God has created the world?

If | were not weak and helpless. If |

Didn’'t have orders from the Amir of the East,

| myself would run like a page

To his presence, with the poem in my teeth.

This poem will apologize for me.

The word-wise Amir will redlize:

Your servant’s excuse isfrailty and old age.
That’swhy yours truly has not come as your guest.

2 Jarir ibn ‘Attieh (d. 727), Abu Tammam Ta'i (d. 727), and Hassan ibn Sabet
Angari (d. 670) were famous Arab poets.

# Sari Alghavani (d. 814) was an Arab poet. Sahban Va‘el (d. 670) was an Arab
orator.

% By ‘Omar and Adnan were among the notables in the Samanid court, possibly
nobles or ministers.
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48 The Poetry of Rudaki

May the glory of my Amir always soar,

That of his enemies awaysfall.

May his head reach as high as the moon,

His enemies, buried under the fish.

May his face be more brilliant than the sun,

His grace more lasting than Mount Judy and Sahlan.?®

% Judy is Mount Ararat in Turkey, where Noah's Arc is supposed to have landed.
Sahlanisamountain in Arabia
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50 The Poetry of Rudaki

May the Amir live long

May he live long, our gloriouslord.

May my precious life be added to his.

| always worry about hislife, since

The mother of the free bears few like him.

Of all kings there has never been ayouth like him,
Forgiving, literate, brave and wise.

Can anyone know how much he tries?

Can anyone know how generous he is?

With hand and tongue he spreads gold and pearls.
Not in vain, has his name spread through the world.
He planted the branch of kindnessin our hearts.
It's no joke that he has turned his back on wealth.
It'sa puzzle, describing his grace and will:
Heisthe Avesta in wisdom, the Zand in essence.?’
No matter how much the poets try,

They cannot praise him the way they should.

His essence is the seed, his grace is water.

The poet’ stalent is hisfertile ground.
His essence is the VVahi-nameh to Kasra.?®

His ways have filled the Pand-nameh with guidance.?®
The essence of thisking is the real Pand-nameh,

So that fortune itself can take counsel from him.
Whoever turns his back on the king’s advice

Sets the foot of happiness into sorrow’ s trap.

" The Avesta, written in Avestan (an ancient Eastern Iranian language) is the
sacred writings of Zoroastrianism and the chief source for the teachings of
Zoroaster. The Zand isthe interpretation of the Avesta.

%8 Vahi-nameh is a “ Letter (book/document) of Revelation.” Kasra is the title of
Khosrow Anushirvan (531-579), the twenty-first Sasanian king. The prophet
Mohammad was born during his reign.

# pand-nameh is the “Letter of Guidance.” There is a Pand-nameh attributed to
Anushirvan, a copy of which isin the British Museum.
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52 The Poetry of Rudaki

Who in thisworld is the raw dough of defeat?
Anyone who is not pleased at his prosperity.

To anyone who does not wish splendor for him,
Say: You just try to tie fortune' s hands.

Dear angels, be proud of the glory of hisfriends.
Dear heavens, laugh at the misery of his foes.
At the poem’ s end, back to what | said at first:
May helive long, our gloriouslord.
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54 The Poetry of Rudaki

Generosity

Y ou killed many, broke the enemy’ s courage.

Y ou gave so much, thereisn’t one beggar |eft.
Many have lamb and sweets on their table,
Others, not enough bread to ease their hunger.
Take action. Don't sit idle for too long,

Even though your sacks of gold reach the moon.
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56 The Poetry of Rudaki

Juye-Muliyan

Juye-Muliyan scent drifts my way,

As do memories of akind friend.*

The Amuy is hard to cross, but its stones
Feel silken soft beneath our feet.

Thrilled to see afriend, the Jayhun’ s waves
Leap halfway up our horses flanks.

O Bukhara, be happy, live long:

The cheerful Amir isreturning to you.

The Amir is the moon, Bukhara, the sky.
The moon is returning to the sky.

The Amir isacypress, Bukhara, the garden.
The cypressis returning to the garden.

% Juye-Muliyan was a very lovely estate on the outskirts of Bukhara.

% Amuy (Amu Darya) and Jayhun are the Persian and Arabic names,
respectively, of the river Oxus in Central Asia. Traveling from Herat to
Bukhara, one would have to cross the Oxus.
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58 The Poetry of Rudaki

The pen and the harp

Lifeisahorse, you are the trainer, your choice to gallop.
Lifeisaball, you are the mallet, your choice to play.
Although the harp player has delicate hands,

May they be sacrificed to the hand that holds the pen.
Thereisless oppression, less jealousy because of you.
There is more justice, more generosity because of you.



S5 Ol ou S 59

U A sl A gl sl il
Shia el g8 8y Rk
35 1 Cawd Caglal (5l ) 58 K as S
)\ﬁ@@mdd@éﬁ@dd\ﬁ

i b R g a5 jsa S
Sloacd K gidn a5 alhaSilia



60 The Poetry of Rudaki

Your justice

There is no drunkenness but that of love.

Loveis enough misery, even for you.

If thoughts of war run through your enemy’s heart,
Fear of your blade will cut him, limb from limb.
Y our justice lets hawk and finch share the sky.
By your will night and day embrace.

From now on be happy, the winds of death

Will uproot the trees of maliciouslives.

While atrace of thisworld still remains,

While the wheels of this grand universe turn,

Joy to your well-wishers, may they feast in bliss.
May those jealous of your glory moan from grief.
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62 The Poetry of Rudaki

The essence of thisworld

May the world please our lord. May he live long.
May no accidents befall him.

May God make this proverb come true for him:

If one door is closed, athousand will open.
Thelord of the heavens has built the world like this;
Joyous one moment, grieving the next.

May God turn the evil eye away from your realm.*

2 Thefirst half of thefinal couplet is missing.
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64 The Poetry of Rudaki

Your friendship

If | take your friendship with me to the grave,
Screaming your praise, | will still find virtuesin you.
| don’t want the Amir’slegacy to remain.

| want the Amir himself to remain, as legacy.

He who has gone, you must consider him gone.

He who has died, you must consider him dead.
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66 The Poetry of Rudaki

Poems of complaint
What my soul was like

My teeth are all worn down and falling out.
They weren't just teeth, they were as bright light,
Rows of white silver, coral and pearl,

Bright as raindrops or morning star against night.
They have all worn down, each initsturn.

Such bad luck! The bad luck known as Saturn’s.
Was it Saturn or the long years? | will

Tell you what: It was surely divine will.

The world’ s like an eye, round and rolling,

Ruled by an axiom, the cycles revolving.

It' s the cure that alleviates our pain, or

The pain yet again supplanting the cure.

It makes old what was new, rejuvenates

What’ s been worn down with the years and with age.
Many lush gardens are dry deserts now,

And lush gardens grow where desert once sprawled.
My dark-haired beauty, you can’'t possibly know,
What shape | was in along time ago!

Y ou can stroke your lover with your curls,

But never saw him with curls of hisown.

The days are past when his skin was silken-soft.
The days are past when his hair was raven-dark.
Beauty and charm were once his darling guests,
Guests who will not come back, nontheless.
There were many beauties who bewildered all,
And their beauty always bewildered my eyes.
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68 The Poetry of Rudaki

Gone are the days when he was happy,

When joy was plentiful and sorrow was slight.
When he found Turks with pomegranate breasts,
He appraised and counted out the dirhems.
Many alovely slave girl sought him out

And came to him by night, hidden from all,
Who dared not come to him by light of day,
For fear of their masters and fear of jail.
Costly was the wine and each lovely face,

But they were always inexpensive for me,

For my heart was atreasury of riches,

Of words we call Love and Poetry.

| was happy, my soul was a meadow

Filled with joy, never having known sorrow.
My songs served to soften many a soul

That before was hard and heavy as stone.

My eyes watched for sweet, delicate curls,

My ears listened to the words of the wise.

No wife, no child, and no expenses,

| was weighed down by none of these burdens.
My sweet, you' ve seen only Rudaki of late,
You never saw himin his greater state,

Never saw him when he used to tell tales

And sang songs that rivaled the nightingales'.
He' s no longer the friend of nobles. The days
Are past when he was favored by princes.

At the king’s court, his volumes of verse
Were held in high esteem, when he held sway.
Gone are the days when everyone knew hislines
And he was the poet of Khorasan.
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70 The Poetry of Rudaki

When the noble dehgan® was still of thisworld,
| received much gifts and silver at his house.
However came honor and riches for some,

For him they came from the house of Saman:**
Forty thousand from the Amir of Khorasan,
Another five from the Amir of Makan.*

And from his retinue eight thousand for me.
Life was good then. Those were the days.

When my words fell on the Amir’'s ears,

He gave generoudly, as did the others.

But times have changed, so have |. Bring me my staff.
It’stime for the cane and the beggar’ s purse.

% A prominent landowner.

% The house of Saman refers to the Samanids who ruled Khorasan in the 10th
century.

% Amir of Makan refers to Makan-e Kaki (d. 945) who ruled part of Tabarestan.
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72 The Poetry of Rudaki

The poet’ s change of fortune

| was always intoxicated in this house.

Like the Amir and nobles, my place was secure.

Now, | am the same, the house and town are the same.
Then tell me, how has happiness turned to sorrow?

The poet in old age

The black mountain is now covered with snow.
The cypressin the garden is bent like abow.
What used to taste good no longer does.

What used to be harmless now quickly harms.
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74 The Poetry of Rudaki

Meditations on life, death and destiny

Destiny’ s door

All isasit is supposed to be:

There is happiness now, be happy.

Why are you sad? Why do you worry?
Destiny does what it must for you.
Theviziers wayswon't work for you,
Fate will decide what is best for you.
Life’'swheel won't create another like you.
Y our mother won't bear another like you.
God will never close adoor on you,
Before opening a hundred better doors.
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76 The Poetry of Rudaki

It is useful to repent

Dear friend, when will you stop saying “where is happiness?’
No one will deprive himself of warm halva.®

Today, it is useful for me to repent,

Just asit isuseful for asick man to sneeze.*’

The way of the world

O world, thisis how you treat your children:
At times like a mother, at times a stepmother.
Y ou don’t need wall braces or columns.

Y ou don’t need brick walls or iron doors.

Thisworld islike a dream

Thisworld acts completely like a dream,
He whose heart is open will redizeit.
Its kindness replaces cruelty.

Its happiness replaces sorrow.

Why are you so content with this world,
When everything is not in order?

It has anice face but has bad habits.

It has charm but has bad manners.

¥ Halvais atraditional Middle Eastern dessert.
%" |t was believed that sneezing helped in the recovery of asick person.
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78 The Poetry of Rudaki

Prey for thisworld

Dear boy, we are nothing but prey for this world.
We are mere finches; death is a hunting bird.
Sooner or later, every rose will die.

Death will crush us under a grinding stone.

Life, short or long

Life, beit short or long,

Doesisnot end in death?

This cord must pass through

Thering despite its length.

Y ou can choose labor and hardship.

Y ou can choose comfort and safety.

Y ou can take little from thisworld

Or take all from Taraz to Ray.

Y our whole being is adream,

But dreams are not real.

When death comes, everyone' s the same,
You can't tell one from the other.

If only beauties can be coquettish,
Then no one can be coquettish but you.
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80 The Poetry of Rudaki

Thistransient life

The great men of thisworld have al died.

They have all bowed their heads to death.

Even those who built palaces

Now lie covered with earth.

From the thousands and thousands of comforts
Were they left with anything but a shroud?

From their blessings they enjoyed what they wore,
What they ate and what they gave away.

The world is a deceiving game

Don’'t be fond of thistransient life,
Thisworld is adeceiving game.
Think of its kindness as fiction.
Tighten your belt at its hardships.
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82 The Poetry of Rudaki

There was much to be sorry for

| didn’t have the chance to apologize

For it al, but he pardoned me anyway.

| worship God. He is my creator.

My tongue did not rest from praising his servants.
Life swheel isall trickery and bondage:

Poison mixed with nectar, gold-plated zinc.
Many, many new violets have blossomed,

Like aflame, bruised, when it touches sulfur.
Bring out the sun, pour it, drink from it.

It passes the lips and shines through the cheeks.

Thirteen-year-old bride

At times lightning laughs, at times thunder moans
Like amother who mourns a thirteen-year-old bride.
Leaves on the old willow have turned to green silk.
Dew sitson the tulip, like tears shed by parted lovers.
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84 The Poetry of Rudaki

The song of the zir

At dawn, the song of amoaning zr
Soothes my ears more than prayer.®®

No wonder, the wail of the zir

Luresthe prey out of the field.

It always pierces the heart

Although it has no arrows.

At timesit weeps, at timesit wails,

From morning till night, and again till dawn.
It speaks but it has no tongue.

It recites the story of lovers.

At times, it can sober up a mad man.

At times, it can put a sober man in chains.

The pen

It's acripple who walks, has no ears but talks.

It's an eloguent mute, sees the world without eyes.

It is sharp as asword. It moves like a snake.
It has alover’ sbody and a darkened face.

3 Zir is a high-pitched note. It is also the name of an ancient musical instrument.
Takbir, part of the Muslim “call to prayer,” is the proclamation of faith: Allah-

0-Akbar (“God is great”).
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86 The Poetry of Rudaki

Love and its afflictions
This breeze from Bukhara

Thiswind that blows my way from Bukhara
Smells of roses and musk, ajasmine breeze.

Any man or woman caressed by thiswind

Says: maybe this wind blows from K hotan.*

No, no. Such luscious wind could not blow from Khotan.
Thiswind blows from the bosom of my love.

Each night | ook to Y emen until you appear
Because you are Canopus rising from Y emen.*
My dear, | try to hide your name from people,
Keep it from falling in the public mouth.

Want to or not, with whomever | speak,

When | speak, it’s your name that comes to mouth.

% Khotan, acity in Central Asia (currently in Chinese Turkistan) was famous for
its musk.

“0 Canopus, a star in the constellation Carina, is brightest when it appears from
the direction of Y emen, which is south-west in the Bukharan sky.
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88 The Poetry of Rudaki

Devotion to love

What use is facing the house of God, when the heart
Faces Bukhara and the beauties of Taraz?

God will accept your devotion to love,

But he will not accept your prayers.

My heartisagrain

Dear heart, why are you so selfish?

Why do you love the enemy in vain?

Why do you seek faith from the unfaithful ?
Why do you strike iron that is cold?

And you, whose cheeks are like the lily,
Thelily isjealous of your beauty.

Go down this dead-end street just once,
You'll light afire under its residents.

My heart isagrain, your love, a mountain.
Why crush the grain under the mountain?
Forgive me dear boy, forgive me.

Don’'t needlesdly kill alover like me.
Come now, take alook at Rudaki,

If you want to see alifeless body walk.
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90 The Poetry of Rudaki

In praise of the beloved

A hundred-petaled rose, musk, ambergris,
Apples, white jasmine and fragrant |eaves,
It contains all of these, your beauty,

O Beauty, who captivate kings.

Y our lover’s night is the Divine Night,**
When the vell is removed from your face.
The sun hidesits face behind a vell

When the vell reveals your two tulips.
And your chinisjust like an apple,

An apple with a mole made of musk.

“ Lailat al-gadar, which | have translated as “The Divine Night,” is the night
when the prophet Mohammad received the first revelation of the Koran.
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92 The Poetry of Rudaki

Crying for the beloved

| have the right to moan for my love’ s absence,
As the nightingale moans for the red rose, at dawn.
If fate does not deliver you to me,

| will burn fate with the flamesin my heart.
When you brighten your face, a thousand
Butterflies will burn around you, as | do.

| will not fit under the tombstone, if

For one moment you sit grieving by my grave.
Theworld isasit has always been,

And will be the same for ever, my dear.

With one turn it will make aking,

With athrone, a crown and earrings.

O world, you make them rot under ground,
And the ground piles more torment on them.
Now, bring some of that life-giving wine,

And crush the past under a grinding stone.
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94 The Poetry of Rudaki
Tortured by the beloved

If I’m not unlucky, how did | get involved
With this quick-to-anger woman of easy virtue?
Shelikesit if I'm thrown to the lions.

| can’'t stand it if afly sitson her.

She tortures me. But my love for her

And loyalty to her never leave my heart.

The cruel beloved

My eyes are asea. Thefirein my heart roars.
How can the pupil survive between sea and fire?
She has a crocodil€’ s bite. She tears at the heart.
Sheiscruel. | will suffer if | give my heart.

Ayyar’s message

Ayyar sent a secret message to me:*?

“Don’t mention me in your poems so much.
This old man abuses me because of you.

| wish God would save me from his tyranny.”

“2 Ayyar means shrewd or sneaky. Nafisi claims that Ayyar is the name of one of
Rudaki’ s favorite concubines.
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96 The Poetry of Rudaki
When the beloved drinks wine

Flowers bloom on her cheeks, it's no wonder:
Flowers aways bloom when she drinks wine.
Her hair fallsin curls but she stands up straight.
She has a healthy body but feverish eyes.®®

Submission to the beloved

| want to stroke your amber-scented hair,

Paint with kisses the jasmine petals of your face.

If only you'’ d place one foot upon this ground,

I’d make a thousand prostrations to its dust.

I’ll kiss the seal on your letter a thousand times

If | see the mark of your signet ring upon it.

Tell them to cut off my hand with an Indian blade,
If oneday | try to raise a hand to you.

| was silent when | should have recited poems.

But my tongue now turns with compliments for you.

“ “Feverish eyes’ imply sleepy, half-closed eyes, which are a sign of the
beloved’ s beauty.
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98 The Poetry of Rudaki
The beloved' s beauty

Song, rose-colored wine, and beauties like the moon,
Would make an angel fall in the well.**

How can | sew my gaze shut? To see my love

Only narcissi grow on my grave, not weeds.*

For the man who knows love' s drunkenness,

It's a shame to be sober for a moment.

Y our eyes can’'t make out the ceiling beams by day.
But you spot a straw in someone else’s eye at night.*®

The beloved' s curls

Who curled your hair into a“j” 2"’

He who made your mole the dot of that “j”.
And your mouth is so small, asif someone
Has split a pomegranate seedlet in half.*®

“ In thisline, Rudaki is making reference to the story of Harut and Marut, which
has pre-1slamic roots (“Ho'avrutat” and “ Amrotat” in Avestan literature) and is
retold in the Koran. As the story goes, the angels Harut and Marut were sent to
earth to guide mankind. They were seduced by the beautiful Nahid (“Zohreh”
in Arabic) and engaged in singing, drinking wine and merry-making. As
punishment, God threw them into the well of Babylon.

> Narcissi represent eyes. Narcissi growing on the grave implies that the poet
will see hisbeloved even after his death.

“6 The last couplet seems disjointed from the rest of the poem.

“"| have trandated the Persian letter [z] “jim" asa*“j”. [ z ], similar to a“j” in
English has a dot. The dot in the [z], however, is on the inside of the body of
the letter, unlike the dot on top of the “j”. The physical description of the dot
being the mole surrounded by a curl of the beloved’ s hair makes more sensein
Persian since the dot is surrounded by the body of the letter. The dot on the “j”
as the mole, and the body of the letter as a curl of hair, demands a bit of a
stretch in the imagination of the English reader. Nevertheless, it's an
interesting coincidence that the [ z] and the “j” are similar sounding letters
with similar physical shapes. Both are dotted letters with a curved body.

“8 A small mouth is asign of feminine beauty.
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100 The Poetry of Rudaki

Nature poems

Soring

A lush spring has arrived, colorful and effervescent,
With thousands of delights and decorations.

It isfair that the old man becomes young,

In aworld that supplants old age with youth.

The mighty heavens have fielded an army:

An army of dark clouds led by the zephyr,
Lightning its artillery, thunder its drummer.

| have seen athousand armies, never so fierce.
Look at that cloud, how it cries like a grieving man,
Thunder moans like alover with a broken heart.
Now and then the sun peeks from behind the clouds
Like a prisoner hiding from the guard.

The world, which had been in pain for some time,
Has found a cure in this jasmine-scented wind.

A shower of musk streams down in waves,

On leaves, acover of shiny new silk.

Snow covered crevices now bear roses.

Streams that had been dry now swell with water.
Upon the field, thunder howls like the wind.
Lightning cracks its whip from among the clouds.
On the meadow, a distant tulip smiles

Like the henna-painted nails of a bride.

The nightingale sings from the willow;

The starling answers from the cypress tree;

The ringdove' s old song echoes from the cypress;
The nightingal e serenades the red rose.

Now, drink wine. Now, be happy.

Now isthetimefor lovers.
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102 The Poetry of Rudaki

Choose the cup bearer and the wine. Drink. Sing
Like the starling or the nightingale.

Even though this young spring isa sight to see,

It pales before the pleasure of seeing my lord.

In your old age, as throughout your youth,
Everyone has aways marveled at you.

Y ou have had many dreams, and fulfilled them all.
Y ou are the source of majesty, splendor and joy.
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104 The Poetry of Rudaki

Mehregan

Dear lord, the feast of Mehregan has come.*
The feast of kings and nobles has come.
It'stime for fur instead of silk, atent

Instead of the garden and the meadow.

The myrtle has replaced the lily,

Wine has replaced the Judas-tree.

Y ou are generous and your reign is young.
Such luck: the wine has ripened in your youth.
The flower has returned to the garden.
It'stime for the garden and the meadow.
The flames of Azar have died down.*
Theflamesrise up now in the tulip.>*

9 Mehregan is a Zoroastrian celebration of autumn, in the month of Mehr, the
first month of autumn according to the Persian calendar.

% Jzar, which means fire, is also the last month of autumn in the Persian
calendar.

* The last two couplets are not separated from the rest of the poem in the Nafisi
manuscript. Here, | have chosen the Sho'ar and Anvary version, which has
presented the second fragment separately. There is no thematic transition
between the two fragments and the radif in the opening couplet of the second
fragment indicates that it could be the opening couplet of a separate poem.
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106 The Poetry of Rudaki

Hoopoe

| saw a hoopoe near Sarakhs

Whose little song reached the clouds.
She was wearing alittle cloak

Of many different colors.

O ugly and inverted world,

| stand before you in awe.

Winter’ s breath

This grass field, tinged by winter’s breath>
Like the tails of tigers and wolves,

Isnow dyed and designed like the Arzhang,
In aspring that bears Mani’s mark.>®

Don't feel too safe on the ship of life,

The Nileisfull of crocodiles.

°2 According to the Persian calendar, Day is the first month of winter.

¥ Mani or Manes (c. 216-276) was the Persian founder of Manichagism. Mani
was also a painter and his scripture, the Arzhang, is illustrated with colorful
paintings.
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108 The Poetry of Rudaki

Wine poems
On drunkenness

Now we are drunk, so let’s drink wine.
Let’sdrink from the hands of beauties.
They call us crazy and senseless.
We are not crazy. We are drunk.

The virtues of wine

Wine brings out the dignity in man,

Separates the free from the man bought with coins.
Wine distinguishes the noble from the base:

Many talents are bottled in thiswine.

It'sjoyous, when you are drinking wine,
Especially when the jasmineisin bloom.

Wine has scaled many fortress walls,

Broken many newly-saddled colts.

Many a mean miser, having drunk wine,

Has spread generosity throughout the world.
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110 The Poetry of Rudaki

Ruba’iyat
I
Her hair, down, isalong dark night;
Parted: apair of open claws.
Disentangled braids, through each twist and turn
Cast wave upon wave of Tarazian musk.

I

Day raisesits banner in your name.
The crescent moon is like your cup.
Destiny imitates your strong will.
Your charity isdaily bread for all.

[l

No one seeks me out but misfortune.

Only my fever asks about my health.

If I’'m on the brink of death, no one spares
A drop of water, except my eyes.

Vv

She came to me. Who? The beloved. When? At dawn.
Afraid of whom? The guardian. Who is that? Her father.

| gave her two kisses. Where? On her moist lips.

Lips? No. What, then? Carnelian. How was it? Like sugar.
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112 The Poetry of Rudaki

\
Greedy one, don't seek fruit in this orchard,

This two-door garden isfull of willows.
Don't rest idle, the Gardener is behind you.™
Be dtill like the dirt, and pass like the wind.

Vi

When you find me dead, my lips apart,
A shell empty of life, worn out by want,
Sit by my bedside and say, with charm:
“Itis| who killed you, | regret it now.”

Vil

People aren’t required to be generous and kind,
But they are required to be thankful for grace.
My lord bestows much that isn’t required of him.
How can | neglect what is required of me?

VI

| eagerly place your letter before me.
Teardrops pattern the Pleiades on my shirt.
Replying, when | take pen in hand,

| want to fold my heart in the letter.

> The two-door garden emphasizes the transience of life.
% The Gardener isthe Angel of Death.
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114 The Poetry of Rudaki

IX

We' ve spread our rug in sorrow’ s house,
Shed tears. Oursisaheart onfire.

We' ve endured the world’ s tyrannies,
We, playthings of evil days.

X

Aswith Rudaki, love has made metired of life.
Tears of blood have turned my lashesto coral.

| fear the pain of separation. | burn

With jealousy, like those who livein hell.

Xl

She sold atryst for aheart, afair price.
She sellsakissfor asoul, and it’s cheap.
It'strue, when this beauty is the merchant,
She sdllstrysts for hearts, kisses for souls.

X

Y ou’ ve stolen color and scent from the rose:

Color for your cheeks, scent for your hair.

The stream turns rose-col ored when you wash your face.
The street smells of musk when you let down your hair.
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116 The Poetry of Rudaki

X1
Fate felt no remorse when killing you,

No soft heart for your elegance and youth.
| am amazed at the Taker, shameless
Before such beauty, stealing your life.

XIV

Each agate of sorrow you draw from my eyes, pierces
My cheek, opening a thousand roses of secrets.*®
Secrets my heart had kept hidden from my soul,

In rapture’ s language, are revealed by my tears.

% Agate, because of its dark red color symbolizes tears of blood, tears of sorrow.
Agate boring into the face can be read as tears rolling down the cheeks.
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